The long-term serological course of asymptomatic hepatitis B virus carriers and the development of primary hepatocellular carcinoma.
One hundred fifty asymptomatic patients who were carriers of hepatitis B surface antigen (HBsAg) were studied serologically for up to 11.3 years (mean, 6.1 years). Only 9 (6.0%) lost HBsAg during the study period, for a mean annual clearance rate of 1.0%. We found no difference in the clearance of HBsAg by age, but a higher percentage of females lost HBsAg than did males (P less than .02). Hepatitis B e antigen (HBeAg) was found in 102 (68.5%) of the 149 carriers of HBsAg who were tested. Carriers of HBsAg who were seropositive for HBeAg were younger than those who were seronegative for HBeAg (P less than .01). The prevalence of HBeAg was not affected by the patients' sex. The clearance of HBeAg was gradual; 9.6% of the HBsAg carriers lost HBeAg each year. Females were more likely to clear HBeAg than were males (P less than .01), and those who cleared HBeAg were older than those who did not (P less than .01). Three (2.0%) of the HBsAg carriers developed primary hepatocellular carcinoma during the study period.